IN MEMORIAM: FRITZ HAMER 


1912—2004 





Fritz Hamer, the expert on orchids of El Sal- 
vador and Nicaragua in recent years, developed 
his interest in Orchidaceae relatively late in life. 
In 1960, the gift of a Miltonia inspired his first 
orchid drawing, and his growing fascination 
with orchids eventually brought him to Selby 
Gardens. 

Born and raised in Hamburg, Germany, he re- 
ceived business training in a Dutch-owned ex- 
port company that sent him to Venezuela in 
1936 and to Guatemala the following year. Re- 
patriated to Germany in 1942, he served in the 
Army during the Russian campaign. After the 
war, he returned to Guatemala and settled in El 
Salvador, establishing an auto-part import com- 
pany. 

After that first Miltonia, he began exploring 
El Salvador for orchids to cultivate, photograph, 
illustrate, and describe. He soon found the bib- 
liography on El Salvadoran orchids inadequate; 
since PC. Standley and S. Calderon described 
63 orchid species in 28 genera in their 1925 Pre- 
liminary List of the Plants of El Salvador, little 
had been published. After having several articles 
published, Hamer began his 3-volume Orchids 
of El Salvador. Volumes 1 and 2, published by 
the El Salvador Ministry of Education in 1974, 
described 279 species in 67 genera. Civil unrest 
motivated Hamer’s move to Florida, where he 
joined the Selby Gardens staff. In 1981, Selby 
Gardens published volume 3 of his series, bring- 


ing the total number to 362 orchid species in 93 
genera. 

Icones Plantarum Tropicarum, edited by Cal- 
away Dodson, has six fascicles on Orchids of 


_ Nicaragua contributed by Hamer between 1982 


iii 


and 1985. He then collaborated with Carlyle 
Luer (founding editor of Selbyana) on translat- 
ing into German seven volumes of Thesaurus 
Dracularum (1988—1994) and six volumes of A 
Treasure of Masdevallia (1996—2001). 

In all, Hamer described 14 new species and 
nine new combinations of Orchidaceae. One of 
these, Maxillaria hedwigae Hamer & Dodson, 
he dedicated to his wife, Hedwig. Other new 
species were described based on his collections 
and dedicated to him (Beloglottis hameri Garay, 
Pelexia hameri Garay, and Ponthieva hameri 
Dressler). In 2003, one of his three sons was 
murdered by kidnappers in El Salvador. The 
tragedy cast a shadow over his last days, and 
Fritz Hamer passed away in Sarasota, Florida, 
on January 13, 2004. 

His publications, many still in print, such as 
the 2-part Orchids of Central America: An ll- 
lustrated Field Guide (Selbyana 10 supplement 
and 11 supplement 1988, 1990), are part of his 
legacy and contributions to orchid conservation. 
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